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* Attorney Docket No. : MCTA-002/03US 

ON-LINE GROUP-BUYING SALE WITH INCREASED VALUE 
SYSTEM, PROCESS AND ARTICLE OF MANUFACTURE 

5 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATION 

This application is a continuation-in-part of commonly assigned Application Serial 
No. 09/519,023, filed March 3, 2000, which is in turn a continuation of Application 
10 Serial No. 09/281,859, filed March 31, 1999 in the names of Richard V. Halbert, Niklas 
Gustafsson and John M. Thrun, and entitled "Dynamic Market Equilibrium Management 
System, Process and Article of Manufacture/' now U.S. Patent 6,101,484, issued August 
£ 8, 2000. 

% 5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

^ 1 . Field of the Invention. 

^ The present invention relates to an electronic group buying system for the sale of 

D goods and services, also sometimes referred to herein as an "online buying group." More 
□ 20 particularly, embodiments of the invention relate to such on-line buying groups and 
^ systems of the type described and claimed in a related copending, commonly assigned 
application filed March 15, 1999 in the names of Tom Van Horn, Niklas Gustafsson and 
Dale Woodford, and entitled "Demand Aggregation Through Online Buying Groups/' 
U.S. Application Serial No. 09/270,219 (Attorney Docket MCTA-001/00US); commonly 
25 owned U.S. Patent 6,101,484, issued August 8, 2000 to Richard V. Halbert et al. and 
entitled "Dynamic Market Equilibrium Management System, Process and Article of 
Manufacture"; a copending, commonly assigned application filed September 30, 1999 in 
the names of Tom Van Horn, Jon C. Engman, Richard V. Halbert, Niklas Gustafsson, 
Dale Woodford, Jerome P. Pache, and Greg C. Dean, and entitled: "System and Method 
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for Extension of Group Buying Throughout the Internet," U.S. Application Serial No. 
09/409,237 (Attorney Docket MCTA-003/01US); and a copending, commonly assigned 
application filed June 19, 2000 in the names of Tom Van Horn, Dale A. Woodford, 
Richard V. Halbert, and Kevin Dean Wampler, entitled "System and Method for 
5 Enhancing Buyer and Seller Interaction During a Group Buying Sale," U.S. Application 
Serial No. 09/596,921 (Attorney Docket MCTA-005/00US); the disclosures of which are 
hereby incorporated by reference herein. The invention further relates to such a system, 
process and article of manufacture that utilizes modified pricing to provide the 
advantages of group purchasing power in an on-line group-buying sale. 

10 

2, Introduction to the Invention. 

The inventions described and claimed in the above applications and issued U.S. 
Patent allow efficient and convenient implementation of on-line group-buying sales of 
m goods and services. As described in those applications, an on-line group-buying sale 
IB 5 typically results in a decreasing price of a product or service offered in the sale as more 
H buyers join the group by making offers to purchase the product. While this approach is 
appropriate for many products and services, there are some products and services that 
H would benefit from a different form of pricing, while still maintaining the principle that 
3 buyers receive a better value as more buyers join an on-line group-buying sale. 
t;20 Many on-line group-buying sales, e.g., in implementations by the assignee of this 

application, may be completed at the sale's end through the use of a debiting mechanism, 
(e.g., a buyer's credit card) to pay for the goods. For obvious reasons, the use of a credit 
card is the preferred method of handling payment in e-commerce. However, credit card 
payment, as well as other forms of debit payment, represents a problem in the case of 
25 relatively high priced goods and services, such as automobiles, since most card holders 
do not have high enough credit limits to pay for an automobile or similar high priced 
merchandise. It is further desirable to allow such on-line group-buying sales to be carried 
out in a way that will promote the product without causing channel conflict, i.e., without 
disturbing existing sales channels for the product. It is therefore desirable to provide a 
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modified form of an on-line group-buying sale for products, services, sellers and partners 
that would benefit from marketing a decreasing price for their product in a new way. 

Other ways in which this invention provides unique benefits in on-line group- 
buying sales are set forth in various parts of this document below. 

5 

3. Background. 

The systems, processes and articles of manufacture described in the above related 
pending applications and issued patent disclose the use of decreasing purchase prices in 
on-line group-buying sales. A pertinent disclosure in the issued patent is the teaching at 
10 col. 7, lines 54-56 that a price curve with an increasing price for a product could be 
utilized. 

Additional specific examples of e-commerce systems implemented on the Internet 
iy or other networks are disclosed in the prior art references of record in the prosecution of 
yj the related patent and the related pending applications. The interested reader is referred 
1*15 to those prior art references for further descriptions of those systems. 

*" SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

p 1 . Definitions 

Customer - a person who participates in an on-line group-buying sales method by 
20 either accessing the on-line group-buying sale from the owner's main site or via a remote 
location, such as a partner site. 

Display - to show an on-line group-buying sale featured item to a customer on the 
owner's main site, such as by showing the customer a page on the owner's main site that 
describes the featured item. A page is a specific portion of the totality of the owner's 
25 main site and does not necessarily refer to any particular method of displaying the page to 
a viewer/customer. Of course, display also includes showing an on-line group-buying 
sale item to a customer at the owner's main site. Moreover, the on-line group-buying 
sale item may be displayed on any type of display device, including a computer monitor, 
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a telephone, a portable computer, a pager, and a television. The display may also include 
and/or be limited to audible information. 

Electronic Network - an electronic communication medium across which sellers 
and buyers may communicate, especially when communicating through the owner's main 
5 site. Representative electronic networks include the Internet, intranets, the public 
switched telephone network ("PSTN"), wireless voice and data networks, and television 
networks, such as satellite, broadcast, cable television, and two-way interactive cable. 
Electronic networks further include hybrid systems, such as those in which sellers 
communicate to buyers via one medium, such as cable television, and buyers 

10 communicate to sellers via another medium, such as the Internet. Electronic networks 
additionally include aggregated electronic networks, such as when buyers communicate 
to sellers via multiple media, such the Internet, the telephone, and cable television. 

~f Featured Item - a product or service, or groups of products and services, offered 

STs for sale in an on-line group-buying sales method. Services may include any type of 
J 5 service, such as product service agreements, one-time services like vacations, and semi- 

11 permanent services, such as club memberships. Featured Items may also include a 
4 - bundle of products/services, such as a DVD player, a case, an extended warranty, one- 
^ year theft insurance, and two free DVDs. For bundled featured items, demand 
O aggregation in an on-line group-buying sale need not necessarily arise on specific items 
|jj0 in the bundle or identical purchases of the full bundle but may also arise in a piecemeal 
w fashion via purchases of individual items or subsets of items within the bundle, which 

may potentially increase the volume discount on any or all items within the bundle and/or 
purchases of the bundle as a whole. Featured items may include coupons, rebates, chits 
and other forms of credits applicable against a purchase price for a product or service. 
25 On-Line Group-Buying Sale - a business method and its variants in which buyers 

wishing to purchase a particular product or service, or groups of products and services, 
within a given time frame join forces in a buying group formed across an electronic 
network specifically to accomplish the desired purchase. On-line group-buying sales are 
sometimes referred to as "PowerBuys™," a specific format for on-line group-buying 
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sales presently practiced by Mercata, Inc. of Bellevue, Washington. In an on-line group- 
buying sale, the buying group potentially enables individual buyers to leverage their 
combined purchasing power to achieve an economic bargain superior to that attainable by 
any one buyer acting alone. A superior bargain for buyers may often be reflected in 
5 terms of a lower price. For example, as more buyers join the buying group, the desired 
item's price typically declines. At the end of the purchase period, the owner (and/or 
seller) allows all successful buyers (z.e. 5 those with offers at or above the final on-line 
group-buying sale price) to purchase the item at a final (low) price even if some buyers 
have submitted irrevocable offers specifying a price ceiling higher than the final (low) 

10 price. In some embodiments, the owner may complete the sales transaction with each 
buyer by accepting offers at or above the final price, charging each successful buyer's 
credit card at the time the purchased featured item is shipped to the buyer. In other 
embodiments, the owner may not complete purchase transactions directly with the buyers 
but may instead refer irrevocable and revocable purchase offers (or other expressions of 

15 interest in the featured item) to a partner or third-party seller who may then complete 
individual buyer transactions within the buying group by accepting any desirable 
irrevocable purchase offers and/or pursuing buyers' expressions of interest in a featured 
item. 

Owner - the party owning and/or having a license for the right to operate the 
20 platform hosting on-line group-buying sales and/or facilitating on-line group-buying sale 
displays on partner sites. For example, the owner may be the owner of the invention 
described herein and the related inventions cross-referenced herein, or a licensee of such 
owner. The terms "owner" and "operator" are generally synonymous in this context. 

Owner's Main Site - a computer-operated location, such as a website, on which 
25 the on-line group-buying sale platform or hub resides. For purposes of at least one 
embodiment of the invention, this site is an owner's site on which the on-line group- 
buying sale method of sales is being practiced in accordance with the commonly assigned 
inventions referred to above. An ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize that the on-line 
group-buying sale platform may provide a virtual presence only, with a substantial 
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portion of the actual computing power driving the on-line group-buying sales method 
located elsewhere. In addition, embodiments of the invention are not limited to a single 
owner's main site. Embodiments of the invention are not limited to websites and/or 
communications using HTTP and may include computer-operated locations such as cable 
5 TV, digital interactive cable, etc. 

Partner Site - any third-party owned or operated location, such as a website, 
within an electronic network, such as the Internet, that has been configured to display one 
or more on-line group-buying sales at their network location or website. The universe of 
partner sites potentially could encompass an entire network such as the Internet and/or a 
10 channel(s) of a cable television network and/or wireless voice and data networks. 
However, it is expected that certain network locations or websites would be barred from 
participation for various reasons, e.g., inappropriate content. Of course, partner sites, 
seller sites, and/or an operator's site may be combined into one website. 
S Rebate - any form of a price reduction coupon or discount, whether credited at the 

SI 1 5 time of sale or as a refund of a portion of the purchase price of a product or service . 
4= Seller - a manufacturer, retailer, service provider, partner, or other party (e.g., 

5 another customer) offering products/services for sale to customers, businesses, or other 
f" buyers via the on-line group-buying sales method. The owner, its partners, and other 
!l customers may be sellers in some embodiments of the invention. 

O20 Other terms used in this application that are defined in the above referenced 

5 related applications have the meanings used in those applications, except where re- 
defined herein. 

2. Summary Description 
25 In accordance with a first aspect of the invention, a system for carrying out an on- 

line group-buying sale for a featured item has an e-commerce server data processing 
system. The e-commerce server data processing system includes e-commerce server 
software executable on the e-commerce server data processing system and configured to 
define the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item. A buyer client data processing 
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system is coupled to the e-commerce server data processing system. The buyer client 
data processing system includes client software executable on the buyer client data 
processing system. The client software is configured to receive a buyer input for making 
an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item, and to transmit the buyer 

5 offer to the e-commerce server data processing system. The e-commerce server software 
is configured to transmit at least some information defining the on-line group buying sale 
to the buyer client data processing system. The e-commerce server software is further 
configured to define a value curve for the featured item representing an increasing value 
of the featured item as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

10 In a second aspect of the invention, a computer-implemented process for carrying 

out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured item includes the step of defining the on- 
line group-buying sale of the featured item. Buyer inputs are received for making offers 
in the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item. A value of the featured item is 
increased as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

15 In a third aspect of the invention, an article of manufacture comprises a computer 

readable medium having stored therein a computer program for carrying out an on-line 
group-buying sale for a featured item. The computer program includes a first code 
segment defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item. A second code 
segment is configured to receive buyer inputs for making offers in the on-line group- 

20 buying sale of the featured item. A third code segment is configured to increase the value 
of the featured item as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

In a fourth aspect of the invention, a system for carrying out an on-line group- 
buying sale for a featured item has an e-commerce server data processing system. The e- 
commerce server data processing system includes e-commerce server software 

25 executable on the e-commerce server data processing system and configured to define the 
on-line group-buying sale of the featured item as a rebate for purchase of a good or 
service. A buyer client data processing system is coupled to the e-commerce server data 
processing system. The buyer client data processing system includes client software 
executable on the buyer client data processing system. The client software is configured 
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to receive a buyer input for making an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the 
rebate, and to transmit the buyer offer to the e-commerce server data processing system. 
The e-commerce server software is configured to transmit at least some information 
defining the on-line group buying sale to the buyer client data processing system. 

In a fifth aspect of the invention, a computer-implemented process for carrying out 
an on-line group-buying sale for a featured item includes the step of defining the on-line 
group-buying sale of the featured item as a sale of a rebate for use in purchasing a good 
or service. Buyer inputs are received for making offers in the on-line group-buying sale 
of the rebate. Terms of the rebate sale are changed as more buyers make offers in the on- 
line group-buying sale. 

In a sixth aspect of the invention, an article of manufacture comprises a computer 
readable medium having stored therein a computer program carrying out an on-line 
group-buying sale for a featured item. The computer program has a first code segment 
defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item as a sale of a rebate for use in 
purchasing a good or service. A second code segment receives buyer inputs for making 
offers in the on-line group-buying sale of the rebate. A third code segment changes terms 
of the rebate sale as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

In a seventh aspect of the invention, a system is configured to carry out an on-line 
group-buying sale for a credit instrument. The system includes an e-commerce server 
data processing system. The e-commerce server data processing system includes e- 
commerce server software executable on the e-commerce server data processing system 
and configured to define the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument. A buyer 
client data processing system is coupled to said e-commerce server data processing 
system. The buyer client data processing system includes client software executable on 
the buyer client data processing system. The client software is configured to receive a 
buyer input for making an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument, 
and to transmit the buyer offer to the e-commerce server data processing system. The e- 
commerce server software is configured to transmit at least some information defining 
the on-line group buying sale to the buyer client data processing system. 
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In an eighth aspect of the invention, a computer-implemented process for carrying 
out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit instrument includes the step of defining the 
on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument. Buyer inputs are received for making 
offers in the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument. Terms of the credit 
5 instrument sale are changed as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

In an eighth aspect of the invention, an article of manufacture comprises a 
computer readable medium having stored therein a computer program for carrying out an 
on-line group-buying sale for a credit instrument. The computer program includes a first 
code segment defining the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument. A second 
10 code segment receives buyer inputs for making offers in the on-line group-buying sale of 
the credit instrument. A third code segment changes terms of the credit instrument sale 
as more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 
]i The attainment of the foregoing and related advantages and features of the 

(-! invention should be more readily apparent to an ordinary artisan, after review of the 
1*15 accompanying more detailed description of the invention, taken together with the 
G drawings, in which: 

;:: brief description of the drawings 

W Figure 1 is a block diagram of an internetworked computer system showing 

O20 processing flows for implementing an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 2 is a graph of a price curve for a conventional on-line group-buying sale. 
Figures 3-6 are graphs of price curves for on-line group-buying sales in 
accordance with embodiments of the invention. 

Figures 7-9 are screen shots obtained during operation an embodiment of the 
25 invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC EMBODIMENTS 
The drawings show preferred forms of an on-line group-buying sale system, 
process and article of manufacture suitable for implementing the invention. 
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Embodiments of the invention provide a modified pricing on-line group-buying sale 
capability that enables certain goods and services to be marketed more effectively. 
Figure 1 of the drawings shows a preferred form of a system and process for 
implementing an embodiment of the invention that pertains the sale of long distance 

5 calling plans. As shown in Figure 1, an embodiment of the invention combines for a 
given on-line group-buying sale 100 an owner's main site (i.e., We-Commerce 
Network™ ("WCN") 102) and its customers (i.e., customers 104) with traffic coming 
from a long distance carrier ("LDC") 106 and its respective customers 104. Customers 
104 communicate with the WCN network 102 through the owner's website 108 and the 

10 LDC's website 110. In order to set up on-line group-buying sales for long distance 
calling services, the LDC 106 and WCN 100 representatives review potential free long 
distance plans at 112. Selected plans are supplied to WCN 100 representatives at 114. 
Further information for setting up the on-line group-buying sales are supplied to the 
WCN 100 representatives by the LDC 106 at 116. Content for an on-line group-buying 

15 sale of a long distance calling plan is set up by the WCN 100 representatives at 118, 
using the owner's on-line group-buying sale software 120, which is more fully described 
in the above related issued patent. When the WCN 100 staff has completed defining the 
on-line group-buying sale 122 for the long distance plan, details of the sale 122 are 
posted on the owner's website 108 and the LDC's website 1 10. 

20 In addition to setting up on-line group-buying sales, the on-line group-buying sale 

software 120 runs the sales, may confirm purchases at the conclusion of the sale, and may 
handle fulfillment of the sales, although in this example, the fulfillment is handled by the 
LDC 106 as will be discussed in more detail below. Further information on the on-line 
group-buying sale software 120 is contained in the above related pending applications 

25 and issued patent, to which the interested reader is referred. Other than as modified in the 
teachings below, the on-line group-buying sale software 120 may be identical to that 
described in the applications and patent incorporated herein by reference. 

In the definition of the on-line group-buying sale 122, the price of the long 
distance calling plan may be specified as a fixed amount, such as $25 per month. As 
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indicated at 124, the sale 122 includes an incentive of free long distance minutes, shown 
as 120 free minutes at the beginning of the sale, and 255 free minutes at the intermediate 
time of the display shown for the sale 122. Buyers 104 make offers as indicated at 126, 
in the form of how many free long distance minutes they want in order for their offer for 

5 the calling plan to be irrevocable at its fixed price of $25 per month. As more buyers 1 04 
make offers below a maximum threshold for free minutes, the on-line group-buying sale 
software 120 increases the number of free minutes of the incentive as indicated at 128. 
Offers indicating too many free minutes, which are not likely to be reached during the 
sale, are ignored by the software 120 for the purpose of increasing the number of free 

10 minutes. Should the number of free minutes increase enough as more buyers make offers 
within a defined threshold, i.e., between a price or value curve and an ignore threshold 
curve (see Figures 2-6), an offer which is initially ignored as unlikely to be accepted may 
be subsequently accepted. At the conclusion of the sale 122, the on-line group-buying 
sale software 120 may confirm acceptance of all offers specifying a number of free 

15 minutes at or below the final, increased number of free minutes in the sale 122, as 
indicated at 130. The software then supplies appropriate information at 132 to the LDC 
106 for completion of order fulfillment. The successful buyers 102 in the sale 122 
register with the LDC at 134, and the LDC confirms its new customers 104 at 136. As an 
ordinary artisan will recognize, the steps of order confirmation and order fulfillment may 

20 be performed by the seller's software based on information transmitted from the software 
120. 

As described, the better value for the buyers 104 in the sale 122 is a larger number 
of free long distance calling minutes as more buyers 104 participate in the on-line group- 
buying sale 122, while the monthly rate for the LDC plan remains the same. This is in 
25 contrast to a conventional on-line group-buying sale as described in the related 
applications and patents, in which the better value for the buyers is a lower price for the 
featured item as more buyers participate. 

The difference between these two types of on-line group-buying sales is shown in 
more detail in Figures 2 and 3, which respectively illustrate price curves 200 and 300 for 
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a conventional on-line group-buying sale (Figure 2) and the modified pricing on-line 
group-buying sale 122 (Figure 3). In Figure 2, the number of units sold is plotted on the 
x-axis, and price is plotted on the y-axis. As shown, the price curve 202 has a negative 
slope, indicating that the price of each unit in the sale decreases with the number of units 
5 sold. As long as an offer is at a price above ignore curve 204, it will be counted for 
modifying the price curve 202 as the sale progresses. Details on establishing the ignore 
curve 204 are found in the above related issued patent. 

In the price curves 300 of Figure 3, the number of subscribers 104 (customers) for 
the sale 122 is plotted on the x-axis, and the number of free long distance minutes is 

10 plotted on the y-axis. A price or value curve 302 has a positive slope, representing an 
increase in the number of free long distance minutes as the number of buyers or 
subscribers 104 making offers increases, provided that the offers are for a number of free 
minutes between ignore curve 304 and price or value curve 302, 

Figure 7 is an opening screen display 700 for another embodiment of an on-line 

15 group-buying sale utilizing a networked computer system similar to that shown in Figure 
1 . In this representative example, the featured item is a rebate on the purchase price of a 
Duesenberg automobile. A rebate may be sold, rather than the automobile itself, in order 
to permit the automobile's manufacturer to promote the automobile (the featured product) 
in a manner that avoids creating conflicts with the normal channels of distribution, e.g., 

20 promotional activity that avoids creating conflicts between the manufacturer and the 
dealerships for the automobile. A further reason for using a rebate may arise because the 
purchase price of a featured item, such as an automobile, may be higher than the credit 
limit of most credit card holders, and a credit card is being used as the method of 
payment. As shown at 702, the current rebate amount at the time of the on-line group- 

25 buying sale represented is $125. To make an offer in this sale, the buyer first clicks on 
the Make an Offer button 704. 

Figure 8 shows a screen 800 displayed to a buyer after clicking on the Make an 
Offer button 704 in Figure 8. As shown at 802, the rebate with a current value of $125 
has a fixed purchase price of $50. The buyer is requested to enter a dollar value for the 
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rebate for which the buyer is prepared to purchase the rebate at a price of $50. As shown, 
the buyer has entered a rebate value of $500. As an ordinary artisan will recognize, the 
displays 700, 800 may be presented to customers using different formats while still 
accomplishing the invention described herein. 

5 Figure 4 shows price curves 400 for the Buick Century automobile rebate on-line 

group-buying sale shown in Figures 7 and 8, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. As shown, the number of rebates sold is plotted on the x-axis, and the rebate 
value amount is plotted on the y-axis. As in Figure 3, the rebate value "price" curve 402 
has a positive slope, representing increasing rebate value as more buyers make offers 

10 having rebate values between rebate value "price" curve 402 and ignore curve. For 
example, the offer shown in Figure 8, requesting a rebate value of $500 for the fixed $50 
purchase price will not be between the price curve 402 and the ignore curve 404 unless 
more than 80 offers between the price curve 402 and the ignore curve 404 have already 
been received. 

15 Figure 9 shows a screen 900 displayed to a buyer after the rebate on-line group- 

buying sale has been completed, assuming a final rebate value of $125. The buyer is 
instructed to print out a rebate certificate 902 and present it to a Duesenberg dealer when 
purchasing a new Duesenberg automobile. As shown at 904, the rebate certificate 902 
has a unique certificate number for each successful buyer in the on-line group-buying 

20 sale, that allows the rebate certificate to be used only once by a buyer receiving it. Of 
course, an ordinary skilled artisan will recognize that the screen 900 and the rebate 
certificate 902 may have different formats and still accomplish the invention. 

Figure 5 shows price curves 500 for another embodiment of the invention. In this 
embodiment, the featured item in the on-line group-buying sale is a bank certificate of 

25 deposit. For this on-line group-buying sale, a networked system having essentially the 
same configuration as the system 100 of Figure 1 is employed. Direct communication 
may be required between the bank selling the certificate of deposit and the buyers for 
fulfillment (e.g., in order to avoid use of a credit card with its percentage merchant fee). 
An aggregate amount in the certificate of deposit purchasing pool (in thousands of 
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dollars) is plotted on the x-axis, and an interest rate in percent is plotted on the y-axis. As 
shown, an interest rate "price" curve 502 has a positive slope, representing an increased 
interest rate payable on the certificates of deposit with an increasing total in the certificate 
of deposit purchasing pool. Typically, in this embodiment, offers specifying an amount 

5 of the certificate of deposit and the desired interest rate are entered by the buyers. All 
such offers specifying an interest rate below an ignore curve 504 are used to increase the 
aggregate amount in the pool, and thus, the interest rate to be paid successful buyers in 
the on-line group-buying sale. 

In practice, the on-line group-buying sale software 120 (Figure 1) may provide the 

10 price curves 200, 300, 400 and 500 to the owner's and/or seller's marketing 
representatives for administration of the on-line group-buying sales, as is described in the 
related pending applications and issued patent. The computer code for the software 120 
may need minor modifications from the code used to produce conventional price curves 
200. If Figures 3-5 are inverted, it will be noted that their price curves 300, 400 and 500 

15 may then typically have the same overall shape as the price curves 200 of Figure 2. 
When inverted, the price curves 300, 400 and 500 would represent negative numbers. 
Therefore, by modifying the software 120 so that it can deal with negative numbers, then 
plotting the price curves 300, 400 and 500 with the absolute values of the negative 
numbers, the same code that would produce the curves 200 can be used to produce the 

20 curves 300, 400 and 500. 

Modified pricing on-line group-buying sales can be conducted with greater or 
lesser direct intervention of the owner's or seller's merchandising representatives to 
control the progress of a sale, either with or without use of the price curves 300, 400 and 
500. Thus, the sales can be directly administered throughout their progress by the 

25 merchandising representatives, or completely automatically controlled with more 
advanced on-line group-buying sale software 120. If the merchandising representatives 
are experienced enough, they can administer the sales without the use of price curves. 

Figure 6 shows price curves 600 for a further embodiment of the invention, in 
which the featured item is a credit instrument, for example, a credit card. In this 
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embodiment, a price curve 602 may have a negative slope, representing a decrease in 
interest rate as more buyers make offers in the form of an interest rate they are willing to 
pay on the credit instrument between the price curve 602 and an ignore curve 604. The 
interest rate may either be for an initial, introductory rate or for a more permanent interest 
5 rate on the credit instrument. Alternatively, price curves with a positive slope could be 
employed for the on-line group-buying sale of credit instrument, if the price or value 
curve represents an increasing value of a premium, such as frequent flier miles, awarded 
with the credit instrument, such as through obtaining the credit instrument and/or use of 
the credit instrument. 

1 0 Examples of on-line group-buying sales with price curves having increased values 

have been given. The invention can be utilized for other types of featured items as well, 
such as memberships in any type of organization (e.g., Costco, any web sites that charge 
I membership fees, clubs, and the like) where the benefits of membership increase as more 
I buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. Similarly, the invention can be used for any 
45 product or service sale with an accessory or related product or service that increases as 
i more buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. Examples would include an on-line 
group-buying sale for a camera where buyers get a bag for the camera, film, a coupon for 
I any number of accessories for the camera, or the like. The buyers joining the group get 
I more and more of the add-ons as more buyers join the group. The increased add-ons 
BO could be unrelated to the product or service being sold, such as redeemable points, 
frequent flyer miles, Mercata$ (credits redeemable in on-line group-buying sales), and 
the like, as more buyers join the group. Use of this invention may allow sellers to 
maintain interest in products or services that are otherwise losing customer appeal by 
adding the excitement of increasing value in an on-line group-buying sale environment. 
25 All publications and patent applications mentioned in this specification are herein 

incorporated by reference to the same extent as if each individual publication or patent 
application was specifically and individually indicated to be incorporated by reference. 
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The invention now being fully described, it will be apparent to one of ordinary 
skill in the art that many changes and modifications can be made thereto without 
departing from the spirit or scope of the appended claims. 
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1. A system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured item, 
which comprises: 

5 (a) an e-commerce server data processing system, said e-commerce server data 

processing system including e-commerce server software executable on said e-commerce 
server data processing system and configured to define the on-line group-buying sale of 

the featured item; and 

(b) a buyer client data processing system coupled to said e-commerce server 

1 0 data processing system, said buyer client data processing system including client software 
executable on said buyer client data processing system and configured to receive a buyer 
input for making an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item, and to 
transmit the buyer offer to said e-commerce server data processing system, said e- 
commerce server software being configured to transmit at least some information 

15 defining the on-line group buying sale to said buyer client data processing system, said e- 
commerce server software further being configured to define a value curve for the 
featured item representing an increasing value of the featured item as more buyers make 
offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

20 2. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 

item of claim 1 in which said e-commerce server software is further configured to define 
the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a telephone calling service. 

3. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
25 item of claim 2 in which said e-commerce server software is further configured to define 
the value curve for the featured item as representing an increasing number of free calling 
minutes. 
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4. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 1 in which said e-commerce server software is further configured to define 
the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a rebate for use in purchasing a good or service. 

5 5. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 

item of claim 4 in which said client software is further configured to define the value 
curve for the featured item as representing an increasing face value of the rebate. 

6. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
10 item of claim 4 in which said client software is further configured to define the rebate as 

a rebate for use in purchase of an automobile. 

7. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 1 in which said e-commerce server software is further configured to define 

1 5 the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a bank certificate of deposit. 

8. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 7 in which said e-commerce server software is further configured to define 
the value curve for the featured item as representing an increasing interest rate for the 

20 bank certificate of deposit. 

9. A computer-implemented process for carrying out an on-line group-buying 
sale for a featured item, which includes the steps of: 

(a) defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item; 
25 (b) receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the on-line group-buying sale of 

the featured item; and 

(c) increasing the value of the featured item as more buyers make offers in the 
on-line group-buying sale. 
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10. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 9 in which the on-line group-buying sale is defined as a sale of a telephone 
calling service. 

5 11. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 

item of claim 10 in which the value of the featured item is increased as more buyers make 
offers by providing an increasing number of free calling minutes. 

12. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
10 item of claim 9 in which the on-line group-buying sale is defined as a sale of a rebate for 

use in purchasing a good or service. 

13. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 12 additionally comprising the step of: 

15 (d) defining a value curve for the featured item as representing an increasing face 

value of the rebate. 

14. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 9 in which the rebate is defined as a rebate for use in purchase of an 

20 automobile. 

15. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 9 in which the on-line group-buying sale is defined as a sale of a bank 
certificate of deposit. 

25 

16. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 15 in which the value of the featured item is increased as more buyers make 
offers by increasing an interest rate for the bank certificate of deposit. 
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17. An article of manufacture, which comprises a computer readable medium 
having stored therein a computer program carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a 
featured item, the computer program comprising: 

(a) a first code segment defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured 

5 item; 

(b) a second code segment for receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the 
on-line group-buying sale of the featured item; and 

(c) a third code segment for increasing the value of the featured item as more 
buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 

10 

18. The article of manufacture of claim 17 in which the first code segment 
defines the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a telephone calling service. 

19. The article of manufacture of claim 18 in which the third code segment 
15 increases the value of the featured item as more buyers make offers by providing an 

increasing number of free calling minutes. 

20. The article of manufacture of claim 17 in which in which the first code 
segment defines the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a rebate for use in purchasing a 

20 good or service. 

2 1 . The article of manufacture of claim 20 additionally comprising : 

(d) a fourth code segment for defining a value curve for the featured item as 
representing an increasing face value of the rebate. 

25 

22. The article of manufacture of claim 21 in which the fourth code segment 
defines the rebate as a rebate for use in purchase of an automobile. 
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23. The article of manufacture of claim 17 in which the first code segment 
defines the on-line group-buying sale as a sale of a bank certificate of deposit. 

24. The article of manufacture of claim 23 in which the third code segment 
5 increases the value of the featured item as more buyers make offers by increasing an 

interest rate for the bank certificate of deposit. 

25. A system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured item, 
which comprises: 

10 (a) an e-commerce server data processing system, said e-commerce server data 

processing system including e-commerce server software executable on said e-commerce 
server data processing system and configured to define the on-line group-buying sale of 
$ the featured item as a rebate for purchase of a good or service; and 
m (b) a buyer client data processing system coupled to said e-commerce server 

% 1 5 data processing system, said buyer client data processing system including client software 
H executable on said buyer client data processing system and configured to receive a buyer 
input for making an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the rebate, and to transmit 
O the buyer offer to said e-commerce server data processing system, said e-commerce 
j= server software being configured to transmit at least some information defining the on- 
2 20 line group buying sale to said buyer client data processing system. 

26. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 25 in which said client software is further configured to define a value 
curve for the featured item representing an increasing face value of the rebate. 

25 

27. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 
item of claim 25 in which said client software is further configured to define the rebate as 
a rebate for use in purchase of an automobile. 
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28. A computer-implemented process for carrying out an on-line group-buying 
sale for a featured item, which includes the steps of: 

(a) defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured item as a sale of a 
rebate for use in purchasing a good or service; 
5 (b) receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the on-line group-buying sale of 

the rebate; and 

(c) changing terms of the rebate sale as more buyers make offers in the on-line 
group-buying sale. 



10 29. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 

item of claim 28 additionally comprising the step of: 

(d) defining a value curve for the featured item as representing an increasing 
face value of the rebate. 



15 30. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a featured 

item of claim 28 in which the rebate is defined as a rebate for use in purchase of an 
automobile. 



31. An article of manufacture, which comprises a computer readable medium 
20 having stored therein a computer program carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a 
featured item, the computer program comprising: 

(a) a first code segment defining the on-line group-buying sale of the featured 
item as a sale of a rebate for use in purchasing a good or service; 

(b) a second code segment for receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the 
25 on-line group-buying sale of the rebate; and 

(c) a third code segment for changing terms of the rebate sale as more buyers 
make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 



32. The article of manufacture of claim 20 additionally comprising: 
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(d) a fourth code segment for defining a value curve for the rebate as 
representing an increasing face value of the rebate. 

33. The article of manufacture of claim 31 in which the first code segment 
5 defines the rebate as a rebate for use in purchase of an automobile. 

34. A system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit 
instrument, which comprises: 

(a) an e-commerce server data processing system, said e-commerce server data 
10 processing system including e-commerce server software executable on said e-commerce 

server data processing system and configured to define the on-line group-buying sale of 
the credit instrument; and 

(b) a buyer client data processing system coupled to said e-commerce server 
data processing system, said buyer client data processing system including client software 

15 executable on said buyer client data processing system and configured to receive a buyer 
input for making an offer in the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument, and to 
transmit the buyer offer to said e-commerce server data processing system, said e- 
commerce server software being configured to transmit at least some information 
defining the on-line group buying sale to said buyer client data processing system. 

20 

35. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit 
instrument of claim 34 in which said client software is further configured to define a 
value curve for the credit instrument representing an increasing premium awarded with 
the credit instrument. 

25 

36. The system for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit 
instrument of claim 34 in which said client software is further configured to define a 
value curve for the credit instrument representing a decreasing interest rate for the credit 
instrument as more buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. 
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37. A computer-implemented process for carrying out an on-line group-buying 
sale for a credit instrument, which includes the steps of: 

(a) defining the on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument; 
5 (b) receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the on-line group-buying sale of 

the credit instrument; and 

(c) changing terms of the credit instrument sale as more buyers make offers in 
the on-line group-buying sale. 

10 38. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit 

instrument of claim 37 additionally comprising the step of: 

(d) defining a value curve for the credit instrument representing an increasing 
premium awarded with the credit instrument as more buyers join the on-line group- 
buying sale. 

15 

39. The process for carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a credit 
instrument of claim 37 additionally comprising the step of: 

(d) defining a value curve for the credit instrument representing a decreasing 
interest rate for the credit instrument as more buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. 

20 

40. An article of manufacture, which comprises a computer readable medium 
having stored therein a computer program carrying out an on-line group-buying sale for a 
credit instrument, the computer program comprising: 

(a) a first code segment defining the on-line group-buying sale of the credit 
25 instrument; 

(b) a second code segment for receiving buyer inputs for making offers in the 
on-line group-buying sale of the credit instrument; and 

(c) a third code segment for changing terms of the credit instrument sale as 
more buyers make offers in the on-line group-buying sale. 
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41. The article of manufacture of claim 40 in which the third code segment 
changes terms of the credit instrument sale by increasing a premium awarded with the 
credit instrument as more buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. 

42. The article of manufacture of claim 40 in which the third code segment 
changes terms of the credit instrument sale by decreasing an interest rate for the credit 
instrument as more buyers join the on-line group-buying sale. 
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ON-LINE GROUP-BUYING SALE WITH INCREASED VALUE 
SYSTEM, PROCESS AND ARTICLE OF MANUFACTURE 



ABSTRACT OF THE DISCLOSURE 



10 In the definition of an on-line group-buying sale (122), a price of a featured item 

may be specified as a fixed amount, such as $25 per month. As indicated at (124), the 
sale 122 has an increasing incentive as more buyers (104) join the sale. Buyers (104) 
make offers as indicated at (126). As more buyers (104) make offers below a maximum 
threshold, the on-line group-buying sale software (120) increases the incentive as 

15 indicated at (128). At the conclusion of the sale (122), the on-line group-buying sale 
software (120) confirms acceptance of all offers specifying an incentive at or below the 
final, increased incentive in the sale (122), as indicated at (130). The modified pricing 
on-line group-buying sale can be applied to a variety of featured items, such as long 
distance calling plans, rebates for the purchase of an automobile, bank certificates of 

20 deposit, or credit instruments, with an increasing number of free long distance minutes, 
an increasing face value for the rebate, an increasing interest rate for the certificate of 
deposit, or a lower interest rate for the credit instrument, as more buyers join the sale. 
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Current Rebate: $125 



702 



Make an Offer 



704 



Using Mercata's PowerBuy technology, Duesenberg and Mercata have partnered 
to bring you a unique opportunity. In this PowerBuy, we're giving you the power 
to drive up the value of your rebate on a new 2000 or 2001 Duesenberg. It's 
so simple! Just join the PowerBuy rebate by making an offer of $50, and watch 
the rebate value rise as more people join in the fun! The more people make 
an offer, the greater the value of the rebate everyone receives. And the rebate 
value can only go up. 



This PowerBuy deal runs from October 19 through October 26, 2000. As it 
runs, watch the value of your rebate increase. Then, after the PowerBu^cteal 
closes, simply go to your Account, print out your certificate and redeem it on a 
beautiful 2000 or 2001 Duesenberg at your favorite Duesenberg dealership. 
For more information on all the Duesenberg has to offer, visit 
www.duesenbera.com/index.html 
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There is a limit of 1 item per customer 

Billing Information! 
Gre Dean 
xdsegkmhu 
Bellevue, WA 96004 
(555) 555-5555 

Visa # xxxxxxxxxxl 111 
Expires Sep 200 4 
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SKU Description Current Rebate 

Value 

2241 20324 Duesenberg Rebate $1 25.00 



Enter the Rebate 
-You Want 



500.00 



Cost 
$50.00 



Subtotal: $50.00 
Sales Tax: $0.00 
Total Charges: $50.00 

To approve, dick the "Confirm Offer" button below, if you make changes, click the "Recalculate" button. 



Recalculate 



Before you submit your offer: 

1 . Review all information. 

2. Understand that your offer is guaranteed by your credit card, and represents a legally binding, 
non-cancellable commitment to purchase the PowerBuy T rebate item if the ending PowerBuy^* 
Rebate Value is equal to ; or above the minimum Rebate specified in your offer, 

3. Read and understand our Terms and Conditions. By clicking the "Confirm Offer" button beiow, 
you are agreeing that these terms will apply to this purchase. 



Confirm Offer 
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This certificate entitles the person named below to a rebate 
in the amount of $125.00 on the purchase of a new 2000 or 
2001 ,£W!&3?. 



25 Exclusively for: John Thrun 



110 - 10th Avenue 
Suite 110 

Bellevue, WA 98004 




Certificate #: BE43C99366C5F4D1 5FBA1 8C54B39E22E 



To receive your rebate, print this certificate and present it to your participating 
Duesenberg dealer upon purchasing your 2000 or 2001 Duesenberg. For questions, 
please call 1-800-555-1212 

Dealers: Please call Duesenberg Program Headquarters at 1-800-999-9999 to 
validate certificate. 



Terms and conditions 

(Legal language goes here) 
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